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Abstract 
The Cree verb gives information on the relationship between the people involved in the action that the verb represents. Accordingly, 
it will be modified according to the different relationships between participants in the action. The relational verbal inflection is a 
form unique to Cree among all Algonquian languages, and possibly all languages of the world. It occurs with animate intransitive 
verbs (AI) and transitive verbs with an inanimate object (TI). It is quite an intriguing inflection in that it marks the presence of an 
additional third person animate participant who is neither the agent nor the patient of the action. A relational verb does not make an 
AI verb fully transitive or a TI verb a fully benefactive ditransitive verb, but it provides a kind of dual perspective on the action, the 
subject’s and the additional participant’s. In brief, it acknowledges the presence and the importance of all animate participants 
present in the discourse.  This poster, therefore, outlines the properties of the Cree ‘N’ dialect, in addition to engaging in a discussion 
on the relational form’s definition, the contexts in which it is used and its limitations. Some of the preliminary findings of the 
fieldwork sessions are also shared and discussed. 
Résumé 
Le verbe cri donne des informations sur les relations entre les personnes impliquées dans l’action que le verbe représente. En 
conséquence, il sera modifié selon les différentes relations entre les participants à l’action. La flexion verbale relationnelle est une 
forme unique au cri parmi toutes les langues algonquiennes, et peut-être toutes les langues du monde. Elle se produit avec les verbes 
intransitifs animés (AI) et les verbes transitifs avec un objet inanimé (TI). C’est une inflexion intéressante en ce qu’elle marque la 
présence d’une autre troisième personne animée supplémentaire qui n’est ni l’agent, ni le patient de l’action. Un verbe relationnel ne 
rend pas un verbe AI entièrement transitif, ni un verbe TI entièrement trivalent, mais il fournit une sorte de double point de vue sur 
l’action, le sujet, et le participant supplémentaire. En bref, il reconnait la présence et l’importance de tous les participants animés 
présents dans le discours. Dans cette affiche, nous présentons les propriétés du dialecte ‘N’ du cri, nous discutons de la définition de 
la forme relationnelle, de ses contextes d’emploi et de ses limites. Nous partageons et discutons nos conclusions préliminaires suite 
aux  séances de travail sur le terrain. 
This poster addresses the issue of an endangered feature 
of the Cree language as it manifests itself in different 
dialects. If Cree is one of the most vital of aboriginal 
languages, some of its very unique and complex features 
are seemingly in danger of disappearing from the 
language. One of these features, known as the relational 
form, is unique to the Cree language. It does not exist in 
other Algonquian languages or in other languages. 
This linguistic project’s goal is to document this feature 
in order to help create teaching resources that can 
strengthen the language’s vitality. The research was a 
collaborative effort between the researcher, the 
University of Regina and First Nations University of 
Canada and the community of Norway House, where 
elders and younger members of the Norway House Cree 
Nation played a major role in the research and acted as 
consultants. The poster contains information on the 
history of the community, as well as preliminary 
findings from the research. 
The Cree language is a synthetic and incorporating 
language, which means that words are composed of 
more than one morpheme: for example, many elements 
are incorporated into the verb, including information on 
the participants involved in the action. Thus, the verb is 
modified according to the relationship between the 
participants. The relational inflection added to the Cree 
verb root marks the participation of an additional 
participant in the action. It is similar to External 
Possessor Constructions, which exist namely in 
European languages. For example, take the English 
sentences:  
1.  “Don’t wreck the car on me.”  
2.  “Run away on me again and you’ll regret it…” 
In 1), the verb ‘to wreck’ acts as a transitive verb, with 
“car” as the object and “you” as the subject. In 2), the 
verb is intransitive, with a second person as a subject. 
However, there is a prepositional phrase, introduced by 
the preposition ‘on’, which marks the presence of 
another participant, “me”, who is neither the object nor 
subject. Indeed, these sentences could imply either that:  
1. A) ‘I was in the car with you when you wrecked it.’  
1. B) ‘It was my car you wrecked, which I lent to you.’  
2. A) ‘You left me to run away somewhere.’ 
In A), it marks the fact that ‘I’ was present when the car 
broke down, and B) marks the fact that ‘I/me’ is the 
possessor of the car that broke down. Either way, the 
prepositional phrase marks or signals the presence of 
another animate participant somehow involved in the 
action, although not directly. 
In Cree, a different ending is added to the verb to mark 
such involvement of an ‘extra’ participant, but only 
when the additional participant is a third person, 
whether he is the possessor of the transitive verb’s 
object, or if he is present during the action or involved 
in some other way. There are various restrictions to the 
relational form’s use, which make the relational form a 
very rich and complex feature of the Cree language. 
This additional participant is only marked when it is an 
animate third person, since Cree makes an 
animate/inanimate rather than a masculine/feminine 
gender distinction. Furthermore, it only marks third 
persons, not taking into account number or biological 
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gender. Lastly, it only applies to two of the four verb 
types in Cree, which are reminiscent of the English 
examples discussed earlier: the intransitive animate 
verbs (verbs with an animate subject or VAI – nipâw 
‘he/she sleeps’) and transitive inanimate verbs (verbs 
with an animate subject and inanimate object or VTI – 
wâpahtam ‘he/she sees it’). Two general conclusions 
arise about the language: firstly, animacy has special 
significance in Cree and it is important to acknowledge 
the presence and involvement in the discourse of all 
animate participants. Secondly, it further indicates that 
the third person is marked and categorized very 
differently in Cree than the speech act participants (first 
and second persons).  
The relational form is used with transitive inanimate 
verbs (VTI) in contexts of possession, when the 
possessor is a third person who is neither the object or 
subject of the action, as in the example (the relational 
form being in bold): 
…ohkwâkan ê-wâpahtamwak 
o-hkwâkan  ê-wâpaht-am-w-ak 
his/her-face  conj-see.tr-TI-rel.-TA.dir.conj(1>3)  
…I see his face. 
The relational form appears in possessive contexts 
especially when the possessed object is very close to its 
possessor, i.e. pieces of clothing or body parts, or 
someone’s story, which are mostly inanimate in Cree. 
The relational form also appears to acknowledge the 
physical or spiritual presence of another animate person 
or being. It implies doing something with respect to 
someone. 
“êkwa êwak ôma, k-âpihkâtaman ôma, kâ-
nistwapihkâtaman wîhkaskwa, êwakw ânima 
okisêwâtisiwin k-âpihkâtamwat awa, êwak ohci, k-
ôh-kî-miyiht ayisiyiniw, kiwâpamâw iskwêw ê-
sêkipatwât, ê-nistwapihkâtahk ôhi.” 
 “Now when you braid this, when you braid 
sweetgrass in three strands, you are braiding that 
grace of the Sweetgrass-Spirit with respect to her 
[the Old-Woman-Spirit], that is why people used to 
have it given to them, you see a woman with braids, 
she braids them in three strands.” (Kâ-Nipitêhtêw, 
1998:128) 
Lastly, it appears with both AI and TI verbs in cases of 
complex sentences, where the subject of the embedded 
or subordinate clause triggers the occurrence of the 
relational form in the main verb. These could include 
cases of negative sentences (I see the canoe, but he does 
not) or spatial marking (I see the book where he is 
standing) or any other contexts where the two actions 
are closely related (He arrived at my home when I was 
sleeping). 
“…mêkwâc ôta ê-ayâwak, ka-kî-wîcôhkamawakik.” 
“…so that I might be able to help them while I am 
still here with him…” (Ahenakew, 1987:84) 
Also, the relational form can be used with the 
unspecified actor form in Cree. The Cree unspecified 
actor is equivalent to ‘someone’ in English. The 
relational inflection may occur when the unspecified 
actor is ‘subject’ of an action and that it is an implied 
third person. 
“…kuntah kâ-pä-pâhpiwiht pähtam…” 
“…he heard someone [a man] come near to him, 
gaily laughing...” (Bloomfield, 1930:87) 
These are only a few of the possible contexts in which 
the relational form may be used. They hopefully serve to 
illustrate the complexity and richness of the Cree 
language. Its morphology is incredibly rich and 
plentiful, specifying relationships English morphology 
and syntax are unable to reveal. In a conference 
discussing ways of promoting, valorizing and valuing 
endangered languages, this poster offers an inside 
glance into one very special and unique feature of one of 
the major aboriginal languages in Canada.  
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